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Dondo: Art and Civilization

ART AND CIVILIZATION
Mathurin Dando
pernicious errors of modern times is the belief
. in the goodness of nature, considered as the origin and fount of
all physical, moral and aesthetic perfection. Through a singular
perversion of thought, modern man has even fallen into a most' reprehensive idolatry in his deification of nature, which he worships as the
all-powerful, the all-helpful, the all-merciful, the all-bountiful Mother.
The germs of this fallacy were first scattered on the soil of European culture by the hand of the Renaissance, but it was not until the
eighteenth century that the Rousseauistic cult of nature spread with
all its devastating consequences: the return to nature, the eulogy of
primitive man, the glorification of the noble savage, the propaganda of
natural religion, the attibution to nature of all poetry and beauty.
Christian tradition has rightly considered nature as the origin
of evil, the source of material and moral turpitude, the prime mover
of sin. All things and beings in their natural state were deemed
afflicted with malice, malignity, and malevolence. Nature was man's
greatest enemy, to be feared and fought and mastered with the help
of a superior"and spiritual force, the power of divine grace.
The fundamental truth of the perversity of nature does not
require elaborate theological or philosophical demonstration. Common experience is enough to convince even the most ignorant of how
little good, if any, there is in the so-called Mother Nature. The only
positive benefit we may grant her is that she teaches us to eat, drink,
sleep, reproduce, and take shelter, as best we can, from, her p~rils and
inclemencies. But it is the same Mother that urges man to rape and
r~b, torture and kill his fellow creatures. It is nature that engenders
drought and flood and storm, war, famine, and pestilence.
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The noble savage invented by the imagination of the philosophers
was addicted to cannibalism-, infanticide, and parricide. The gorilla
. and the chimpanzee may be regarded as models of innocence and virtue
with as much justification as was primitive man. His portrait has
been painted by Lucretius, in lines which are none too flattering:
During thousands of revolutions ot the sun, men dragged along their
existence in the manner of wild beasts; ... What . . . th~ earth produced
by itself was their sole subsistence . . . they did not know yet how to tame
things with .fire, nor to make use of animal skins for clothing their bodies
... they lived in the forests and in the mountain caves . . . ignorant of
laws, and of social order. With their powerful hands and agile feet, they
hunted the beasts of the woods, overpowering some, hiding from others.
At night, like wild boars, they stretched their naked bodies on the ground,
cove~ing themselves with branches and foliage. (De Rerum Natura, Liber V)

The law of the j:ungle is natural.
Cri~e, cruelty, brutality are natural.
The :good is '.lrtificial. Virtue is artificial.
Goodness, orderliness, moral and social virtues do not exist per se,.
nor do they spring full grown from the womb of Mother Nature. L~ke
all human values, they are the fruit of man:s efforts and achievements,
the result of his immemorial fight against nature, of his perpetual
desire to master her savage ferocity.
The very word virtue implies the idea of strength and power,
necessary to resist the natural impulses and oppose .the innate inclinations. The good is so far remote from nature that in all times and
in all countries, gods and pries~s and prophets have been needed to
teach it, legislators have had to formulate it, policemen have been
maintained to enforce it, jails and gallows to punish its infractions.
But evil is done without effort, without struggle, without instruction.
Evil is innate, instinctive, natural. The long and arduous efforts of
m~n to overcome natur~ are what is properly called civilization.
Civilization is artificiat the wor~ of the artificer, the priest, the
teacher, th~ poet, the artist, all of whom are engaged in the endless
battleD against the natural. Were it not for all his arts and artifacts,
man would have remained on the same level as the brute, in whose
kingdom he was born, whose mode of existence he has shared for
millions of years, and to whose habits he is still bound by nature.
Civilization is that which sets off man from all other animals. But
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civilization is little understood and appreciated, because we are
immersed in"' it from birth and take it as our legitimate heritage. Let
it be remarked in parenthesis that 'py civilization is not meant the
European or American mode of life, nor the superiority of any race or
country that calls itself civilized. It is difficult for us to imagine man
without built shelter, which is artificial; without made clothing,
which is artificial; without speech, which is artificial; without fire or
tools or implements, all of which are artificial.
I t is even more difficult for us to go farther back in time and
picture man without mind or spirit or soul. And yet mind and spirit
and soul are not an original part of man's equipment. They are not
natUral. They were painfully acquired and are carefully nurtured
and transmitted by an ever vigilant education.
,
Of all the manifestations of the human mind, the greatest accomplishment is language. Speech is undoubtedly the supreme art of man.
But speech is not an expression of thought or the' conveyance of ideas
as philosophers teach us. Words are deeds. Words are wonder-working acts. WOTCh create things w'hich otherwise could not exist. By
virtue of the miraculous power of words, man has created for himself
another ~orld, entirely aside from the natural world. With words
man has crreated his gods, his religious and social intercourse, his conception of family, of country, of good and evil. All these, which are
.of man's making and imagining, consti~ute his own kingdom,. his
artificial worlq, which he has peopled with his dreams and visions, his
gods and his heroes, his exemplars, his ideals. For man conceived
his gods and demigods in the shape of magnifiea, idealized, non-natural
men, superior to him, whom he believed more capable than himself
of directing the course of nature in his favor. And he gave them
semblance and substance by fashioning images and symbols, and for
their .'worship he built temples and churches and mosques and
cathedrals. And he peopled these shrines with statues and ornaments.
And in joy or sorrow, in.contentment or wrath, he praised and
lamented, he danced and sang and interceded, imposing upon the
intonations of his voice and the movements of his body the same laws
of rhythm, cadence, and harmony which he had conferred on the
volumes and the masses, on the lines and the colors of his sacred fanes.
Re thereby introduced into his spiritual life that sense of order, balance, and discipline by which~he strove to govern his social activities.
Thus to serve and please ap.d placate his gods, man created the
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arts, which, in the course of time, were also directed to his pure
enjoyment. But art was not originated in view of aesthetic pleasure.
Art was the necessary medium of converse between man and his gods.
Religion was not an abstraction, but the whole of life, the consecration
of life, the stimulation of the will to live and to do. And art was the
great stimulant, through which man was capable of generating a new,
an inexhaustible source of power, of spiri,tual energy. It w~s -this
power which enabled man to rise above his natural level, above the
brute and the beast of the jungle.
The preceding remarks .on man and nature may help to fprmulate
certain propositions in regard to art. It has already become evident
that ,art begins where the artist departs from nature,' that art is born
whenever man imposes upon volumes and planes and sounds and
colors a law, a discipline, an order of his own volition.
The Pastoral Symphony of Beethoven, far from being an imitation
of the sounds of nature, is composed of sounds dictated by the will
of the musician and subjected.to a rhythm of his own invention. But
•
this rhythm, with its purposeful designs and controlled movements,
remains a pure abstraction, a mere concept of the mind, without concrete substances, without relation to the II!aterial world: it is not
natural.
The Venus of Milo, the "Last Supp~r" of da Vinci; sculpture and
painting are less abstract arts than music, but only in appearance.
Fundamentally they are baSed on the same qualities as music is, the
difference being the medium. Our ears are traine.d to be susceptible
to the rhythmic combination of sounds and to accept the musical
work of art without probing into the representational meaning of
these sounds. On the other hand, the aesthetic education of our eyes
has been much neglected and more often perverted: To the average
onlooker the associations of the subject-omatter are apt to blind him
to the essential qualities of a work of art. He makes of verisimilitude
the criterion of artistic excellence, disregarding the prerequisite factors,
the balanced relation, the rhythm, the harmony of color and mass and
plane. And yet by these abstract qualities alone is a work of art to
be distinguished from a -work of nature.
Mass, form, color, sound are in fact attributes of matter, but in
themselves they are void of any artistic quality. They enter into the
composition of the work of art only from the moment they are submitted to the laws of man. In obedience to the will of man, matter
(\
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is raised to a higher degree, transmuted into a finer substance, trans·
ported from a world of accidenti into a world of permanence. Art is
not a figuration, but a transfigunition of matter.
The balanced planes of the Egyptian statue, the controlled
arabesque of a Botticelli painting, the rational composition of a Claude
landscape, the architectonic ordonnance of a Cezanne still life, these
are the significant qualities of all works of art. They are to be sought,
not in nature, but in the mind of man. And they constitute what, by
convention, we call beauty.
Beauty also is itself an abstraction, without reality outside the
mind of man. No beauty exists in nature, in natural objects, things,
or beings. Nothing in nature is either beautiful or ugly, for beauty
and ugliness are not positive elements of matter. Beauty exists only
in the work of art and is revealed to man through his art. We oecome
aware of beauty through art, and acquire the habit of transferring it
from the work of art to the various aspects of nature. We learn from
the artist to see beauty in a tree, a mountain, a landscaPe, a sunset.
Before the. artist had opened our eyes to their aesthetic significance,
the diverse accidents and elements of nature left us either indifferent,
or interested only in their pra.ctical use.
. It is extremely doubtful whether the highly cultured but anthropocentric Greek mind was capable of dis,cerning beauty in the inanimate
world. In the whole of Greek literature there is not a single known
reference to man's aesthetic reaction to the outside world.
In the time of the European Renaissance the beauty of mount~in
scenery was a closed book to even the most sensitive mind.Petrarch
relates, in a ten-page printed letter, his ascension of a. mountain in the
Proven~al Alps. This ,was an eccentricity for which the poet pleads
as an excuse. the example of Philip of Macedonia, Who had ascended
..
Mount Haenus in a similar spirit of enterprise. But in his long naqation, which contains much information about the hardships, dangers,
and fatigue of the eXPedition, there is no hint of emotional response
to nature in her most majestic mood, no word of aesthetic appreciation
by the foremost poet of the time.
Even objects which· repulse us, scenes which avert our sympathy
may become attractive when r~created by the artist's skill. A toothless
old hag is rendered beautiful 'by Rembrandt's magic. Whistler gives
charm to a dingy London fog. A banal table cloth is glorified by the
witchery of Cezanne. No throne of king or potentate was ever be-
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decked with, such splendor as a drab kitchen chair metamorphosed
by the enchantment of Van Gogh.
. '
Beauty therefore is not an inherent attribute of things, but an
effect of ar,t or, more precisely, a conception of the artist's mind. If
nature were the source and essence of beauty, the beautiful would
be immutable, not subject to'change and constant mutations. But the
ideal of beauty changes with successive generations; it varies with race
and country; it differs with individuals; it even fluctuates in the mind
of t~e same pe;son. On the ~ther hand, the fundamental qualities,
the essential values set up by. art are constant. They alone are universal' and permanent. However, they are far from being natural
to man, far from being inborn. Appreciation and enjoyment of those
qualities are strictly a matter of education and development.
Without education m~n is in~apable of aesthetic feeling in regard
to nature as well as in regard to art. The degree of our enjoyment
of a landscape, 'for example, is in direct relation to our capacity of
composing the natural site in terms of pictorial values. The average
tourist becomes aware of scenic interest when he perceives by the
"highway the sign: 'Picture.. Kodak. Thousands of people view Niagara
Falls or Yosemite with the same curiosity as they would admire the fat
woman and the monkeys of the 'circus. The circus attraction leads the
crowd to the art museut.!!, where they listen open-mouthed to the professional guisIe quoting the price of a painting or" the antiquity of a
statue. The circus attraction brought countless visitors to the first
eXhibit of Cubist art in New York City. The circu~ attraction caused
the schools of San Francisco to be closed on the occasion of an exhibit
of Van Gogh's works, so that high school adolescents and kindergarten
infants might be regaled with the melodrama of the artist's life and
death.
Besides this vulgar curiosity, there is, however, on the part of
the average spectator, a nobler attitude toward nature, which commands respect and attention. Scenic grandeur awakens in the. minds
of most of us some sort of religious emotio~, some stirring of the sense
of the divine. The religious reaction to natural spectacles is so deeply
ingrained and so persi-stent that it affects and- determines to a large
degree our sense o~ -appreciation. Awed by the immensity of the'
ocean, we 'direct our thoughts toward the· Infinite'. The fury .of the
storm echoes the voice of the divine avenger. The glory of God is
manifested by the magnificence of the setting sun. Wherever nature

"
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shows a lavish display of color or some unusual combination of form~
one is apt to hear a bystander exclaim, "No artist can paint that!'
And by such a remark he defies man to emulate the work of thl
Creator.
~
However, aesthetically speaking, the most remarkable seener;
would remain meaningless to us if our sensibility had not been attune<
to its equivalent pictorial qualities. We would show but indifference
to a spectacular sunset had not a Claude Lorrain, a Turner, a Monel
revealed to us its symphonic values, even though our familiarity witl
. the work of these artists were limited to a chromolithograph on Oul
kitchen wall.
To what degree, then, of refinement, of cultured- taste a persoll
mij.st reach in order to be thrilled by the shadow of' a twig on a wall:
the pattern of a barren tree against the twilight, by the curve oj
a reed over stagnant waters!
1'1evertheless the beauty of nature in all its stages and nuances
and infinite gradations cannot be other than the aesthetic qualities
which our minds attribute to material objects. The 'beauty of nature
is conceived by us and remains our own creation, and possesses that
degree of excellence which we are capable of appreciating.
~ Such a statement appears so obvious that one is liable to forget
its fundamental value in solving some of the most interesting problems
in aesthetics. One of these problems, which presents itself to our
.attention, is to decide whether our enjoyment of nature can equal our
enj<;>yment of a correspondent pictorial representation, and whether
in both
cases our sensation. is' of the same order and of·;, the same
.
quality.
Before a solution'can be proposed it is necessary to" restate the
fundamental point under discussion. Our delight in any display of
nature, let us say in a sunset, is. in proportion to our ability to com·
pose an artistic figuration of the spectacle, to analyze the juxtaposition
of colors in the sky, to appreciate the values of their reflection in the
water, to judge the tonality of their luminous effects on the land.
This process, in most cases unconscious, enables us to form a pictorial
image which pleases our eye and moves our sensibility according to
our artistic development and in conformity with our present mood.
It is obvious that the picture we have just created is purely mental,
and a mere abstraction. It is not therefore, nor can it be a work of
art, since by definition art is of necessity an objective figuration, a

bi
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material visualization, a perceptible exterIorIzation of our mental
image, by means of skill, technique, or learned process of one kind
or another.
'.'
The contemplation of the natural spectacle may procure us
pleasure of a high order. However, the feelings we experience in the'
presence of a work of art belong to a totally different category. To
define' them simply as a mode· of aesthetic pleasure seems quite inadequate, if' not err0Il;eous.. Art is to man much more than pleasure.
Art is the source of a unique sensation which escapes analysis and
which we may only attempt to explain by some analogy. We may venture· to say that it is an emotion, or rather a commotion which, if not
akin, is at least cC?mparable ~o love rapture or religious transport. It
is an uplift of our spiritual self, not different from the kinetic exultation of our whole being under the rhythmic spell of music and of dance.
Art is one of the,'greatest meaI,ls of generating human energy, of
creating a surplus of power whic,h not only enables man to continue
living, bU:t to aim at a higher mode of existence. From the caves of
Les Eyzies to the friezes of th~ Parthenon, &:om ~he dolmen of Camac
to the glory ·of Chartres, from the illumined medieval parchment to a
canvas of Renoir, the artist has 'played ~o leSs a part than the priest,
the legislator, or the, philosopher in the building of civilization. _
Civilization, by which is meant the rise of man 'above his'natural
level, has been a slow and devious and painful achievement. If for
the sake of illustration, ,we reduce the time oftp.an's history to an
imaginary period of fifty years, this is the picture that comes within
the reach of our vision:
Of those fifty years, forty-nine were spent in the hunting or savage
period. Only in the first half of the fiftieth year appeared the art of
writing: Greek Civilization would be three months old. The" Christian, era, two months old. Printing, two weeks old. The steam engine,
one week old. Present conditions would begin at the dawn of December 31 of the fiftieth year; that is to say, what we call the "modern"
world is one incomplete day old.
Is it any wonder, then,- that the majority of human be'iJ:.lgs are
still very close to the state, of nature? Like his Cro-Magnon ancestors,
man is still a rapacious and predatory animal, bent on war and rapine
and pillage. But to assert that human nature does not change is to
deny one'~ faith in the miraculou~ power of the mind. To claim, that
<
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human nature cannot be improved is to deny the possibility of man
to rise above the pure animal and bestial stage.
, The most evident manife'station~ of progress are not so much the
artifacts, the tools and industries and mechanical gadgets d~d by
man to ~nsure his livelihood. Civilization is much more thay material
gain and physical satisfaction;." Civilization is chiefly made up of the
spiritual elements of law and order, of discipline and harmony; it is
made of the very elements which govern the arts, which were created
by the arts, and which are preserved and propagated by the arts of
man.
It has been said that in our time art has grown neglectful of its
main function, that it no longer seems to fit intQ the structure of the
community. The reproach may be well founded. But a tremendous
.social revolution is taking place under our eyes. The whole world is
rapidly moving toward a unified community of spiritual as well as, of
material interests. In such cataclysmic change, it is doubtful whether
art can remain a mere individual pursui~. One may seriously question
whether art has no higher role than the titillation of the sensibility of
a few aesthetes. In spite of the present savagery and perversity of the
human race, it is even permissible to nourish the hope that art will
again' playa vit,al part in human destiny, that art will once more be
the great spiritual stimulant, the dynamic power in the endless fight
of man against nature.
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